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What is Linguistic Complexity?

● Linguistic complexity addresses aspects of 
language that make communication easier or less 
complex. 

● Office of Assessment reviews assessment stimuli 
and items to reduce this complexity for all students.

○ Cook and MacDonald’s Rubric
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Three Aspects of Linguistic Complexity

● Text Density

● Language Form and Structure

● Vocabulary



Dimensions 1 2 3 4

Information Density Average of 1-3 
verbs, nouns, 
pronouns or 
adjectives

Average of 4-6 
verbs, nouns, 
pronouns or 
adjectives

Average of 7-10 
verbs, nouns, 
pronouns or 
adjectives

Average of 10+ 
verbs, nouns, 
pronouns or 
adjectives

Passage Length 1-3 paragraphs 4-6 paragraphs 6-10 paragraphs 10+ paragraphs

Language Form 
and Structure

All simple 
sentences

Less than half of 
item contains 
complex sentences

Half of item 
contains complex 
sentences

More than half of 
item contains 
complex sentences

Vocabulary All high frequency 
words 

Few (2-3) content 
specific metaphoric 
words

More (4-6) content 
specific metaphoric 
words

More (7+) content 
specific metaphoric 
words
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Text Density

● Text Density is calculated by averaging the 
information density and passage length 
components.
○ Information density is the ratio of the number 

of specific types of meaning-carrying words to 
the number of independent clauses.

○ Passage length is simply the number of 
paragraphs.



Text Density Ex.



Language Form and Structure

● A 4-point rating scale is used to rate simple and more 
complex sentences.

● Close attention is paid to relative clauses, passive voice, 
and adverbial phrases.

● The style structure of sentences includes short simple 
sentences and longer complex sentences with multiple 
clauses. 



Language Form and Structure Ex. 



Vocabulary

● A 4-point rating scale is used to rate lexical items 
from everyday vocabulary to higher technical 
words.
○ Metaphors
○ Idiomatic expressions



Vocabulary Ex.
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Linguistic Complexity Analysis
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Scoring Items with the Rubric
Text Density Language 

Form and 
Structure

Vocabulary Linguistic 
Complexity

Information 
Density= 2
Passage Length=1

Text Density= 1.5

Language Form 
and Structure= 2

Vocabulary= 2 Linguistic 
Complexity= 5.5



Scoring Items with the Rubric



Scoring Items with the Rubric
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